
26 / Alabama’s TREASURED Forests Winter 2002

New discoveries of one sort or
another are constantly being
made. We see and hear of recent

innovations and findings repeatedly over
news and medical reports. Unfortunately,
many discoveries taking place in our
natural world are often overlooked and
receive little attention. One such finding
was made right here in Alabama that few
are aware of. It’s not an earthshaking,
societal-changing event, but rather, this
new discovery in Alabama is of a medi-
um-sized butterfly belonging to a very
rare group known as the Mitchell’s satyr.  

Mitchell’s satyr (Neonympha mitchel-
lii) has been referred to as one of the
most restricted and critically endangered
butterflies in eastern North America.
Historically, the species was known from
Michigan, Indiana, northeastern Ohio,
northern New Jersey, and perhaps
Maryland. In June 1983, a small colony
of the Mitchell’s satyr was discovered at
Fort Bragg Military Reservation in
south-central North Carolina. This dis-
covery led researchers to separate the
butterfly into two distinct subspecies.
Following this separation, the northern
subspecies is now referred to as the
Mitchell’s satyr (Neonympha mitchellii
subspecies mitchellii) and the North
Carolina subspecies (including one small
population in Virginia) as the St. Francis
satyr (Neonympha mitchellii subspecies
francisci).

Until recently, the Mitchell’s and St.
Francis satyrs were known only from
those localities supporting the two sub-
species. On 24 June, 2000, a startling
discovery was made in west-central
Alabama when Dr. Jeffrey Glassberg,
author of several butterfly field guides
and President of the North American

Butterfly Association, photographed a
single male Mitchell’s satyr. Several
search attempts were made during late
summer 2000 to locate the colony from
which this lone individual may have
originated, but all attempts failed during
those excursions. Additional searches
ensued the following spring, and on 5
June, 2001, the first colony for Alabama
was located and documented by a team
of biologists and butterfly enthusiasts led
by Dr. Glassberg.

The newly discovered colony was
regularly visited throughout the species’
flight period in June to initiate study of
this local group. Because North
Carolina’s St. Francis satyr has a second
brood in late July to mid August,
Alabama’s colony was carefully fol-
lowed during this period as well to deter-
mine if a similar second emergence and
flight period occurred. It was determined
on 16 August, 2001, that a second brood
does occur in the Alabama population(s).
Subsequent searches in late August and
early September led to the species being
discovered in eight different localities. It
must be noted, however, that not all of
these “sightings” represent valid
colonies. Much fieldwork lies ahead
before the “colony” label can be accu-

rately applied to local observations.
Furthermore, this discovery is so fresh
that very little is known about this
newest find of the Mitchell’s satyr group
of butterflies. All that we have to go on
is what little has been discovered for the
two described subspecies.

Both the Mitchell’s satyr and the St.
Francis satyr are highly specialized and
selective in their habitats. The northern
(Mitchell’s) subspecies is most often
encountered along the edges of open
sedge meadows and dense stands of
deciduous and coniferous shrubs of “cal-
careous fens” (neutral to highly alkaline
wetlands or “bogs” fed by carbonate-rich
water from seeps and streams; found pri-
marily in the glaciated regions of North
America). The St. Francis satyr is found
primarily in acidic wet meadows dominat-
ed by an assortment of sedges and wet-
land grasses; often relicts of beaver activi-
ty. (Incidentally, the latter point is a fea-
ture common to each locality where the
satyr has been discovered in Alabama.
Based on several observations, the appar-
ent habitat preference for Alabama’s form
of the Mitchell’s satyr is the edge of low-
land shrub — sedge marshes and forested
swamps that have been influenced or cre-
ated by beaver activity.)

The life cycle of this poorly docu-
mented butterfly varies between the
northern and southern forms. Mitchell’s
satyr in Michigan and Indiana are single
brooded, and the adults emerge in late
June and fly through mid July. During
the flight period, generally lasting only
two weeks, the butterflies mate, lay eggs,
and die. Eggs are laid on a specific plant
(thought to be tussock sedge, Carex
stricta) and upon hatching (potentially
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year 2010. However, the tax bill has a sun-
set provision, so that on January 1, 2011,
the law is repealed and estate tax rules and
rates go back to the 2001 regulations.

Abolishing the estate tax in 2010 will
also remove the ability to step-up the
basis of the property to its value at time
of inheritance. The IRS has some pro-
posed rules for adjusting some bases up
to $1.3 million. However, it is predicted
that Congress will change everything
prior to 2010, so don’t worry about it yet.

Forestry is a good investment. Land-
owners can earn much more growing
trees than they can by putting cash in the
bank. These tax changes will enhance
these investments. The estate tax rules
will help families keep their TREASURE
Forests through generations to come.

For more information, check out the
NATIONAL TIMBER TAX website at
www.timbertax.org.

after 7 to 11 days), caterpillars feed upon
the “host plant” until cooler temperatures
and low sunlight levels induce the cater-
pillars into diapause (a period of suspend-
ed growth and dormancy). The caterpil-
lars resume feeding the following spring
and eventually metamorphose into adults
in late June. A notable difference in the
life cycle of the St. Francis satyr is that
there are two broods per year. The adults
of the first brood emerge in early to mid
May and typically disappear by the end of
the first week in June. The second flight
period or brood runs from late July through
mid August. The host plant has yet to be
determined for the St. Francis satyr but it is
very likely to be one or more species of
Carex (sedge). St. Francis caterpillars that
developed from the second brood probably
over-winter in a similar fashion as in the
northern subspecies. Pupation is generally
two weeks in duration and ends with the
emergence of the adult.

Due to such high habitat specificity,
both subspecies have experienced alarm-
ing declines and extirpations from former
localities throughout their respective
ranges. The primary cause of these
declines is centered upon wetland alter-
ation, degradation, and destruction
through the draining and conversion of
these habitats to other forms of land use
such as agriculture, roadways, and devel-
opment. Secondary factors adversely

affecting this species complex can be
attributed to the removal and elimination
of the elements that help to create suitable
wetland habitat for the satyr such as
widespread beaver eradication and control
programs and the disruption of natural
fire regimes. A third factor implicated as
the cause for some localized extinctions
(as reported for the New Jersey popula-
tions) is over-collection. The collective
impacts from these factors have left the
northern Mitchell’s satyr with only about
13 populations in southern Michigan, and
two in northern Indiana. In North
Carolina, the St. Francis satyr likely
exists as a single population consisting of
a few small, localized colonies or subpop-
ulations. Virginia also supports a single
population of the St. Francis satyr. Such
alarming losses throughout the butterflies’
range resulted in the eventual listing of
both subspecies as Federally Endangered.

From a natural history perspective, the
enormity of finding a population of the
Mitchell’s satyr group in Alabama cannot
be overstated as this discovery provides
critical clues and additional insights to the
plausible origin and historical distribution
of this complex of butterflies. From a
conservation perspective, these new dis-
coveries are cause for great concern due
to the endangerment of the Mitchell’s and
St. Francis satyrs. Unfortunately, the taxo-
nomic identity of Alabama’s population(s)

has not been determined. Until this criti-
cal next step is completed, biologists and
butterfly enthusiasts await in great antici-
pation to accurately put a name on a but-
terfly that has managed to escape discov-
ery for so many years.

The discovery of Alabama’s form of
the Mitchell’s satyr has provided yet
another reminder of how amazingly
diverse this great state is. It also tells us
that many more secrets lie hidden among
the varied habitats and natural communi-
ties of this gem of the Southeast.
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We need your favorite “wild”

recipes for a story in an upcoming

issue of Alabama’s TREASURED

Forest magazine. Whether it’s wild

game or fish, nuts or berries, or

lotions and potions, we would like to

have the entire “how-to” of things

from the forest. Be sure to include

clear instructions as well as your

name, address, and telephone number.

Fax your recipes to Coleen

Vansant at 256-775-6070 or e-mail to

vansantc@forestry.state.al.us.




